THE PAST
(great * or small2) which threatened her naval
preponderance, and an attitude of aloofness from
the squabbles of European Powers, which no
longer aimed at continental conquests, but was
content with small islands and naval bases, and
beyond that intervened only to preserve a balance
of power on the European continent and to
prevent its unification into a single empire. This
salutary policy left the British peoples free to
devote their energies to colonization and com-
mercial expansion; and both of these were secured
by their sea power, and in turn augmented it.
The British Empire grew steadily, and gave no
sign of having overgrown its strength.
The originator of this sagacious policy appears
to have been Wolsey; but for nearly 400 years
British statesmen faithfully followed in his foot-
steps, except for a brief period when the (Scottish)
Stuarts sold themselves to France in order to
become autocrats at home. Not that serious mis-
takes were not made at times: Cromwell, though
he established British naval supremacy over the
1 E.g. Spain, France, Germany,
2 E.g. Holland, Denmark.